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Mediawatch: Bernard Dixon finds scientists under attack for swine flu 
preparations and warnings in the face of no major outbreak last month.
Flu furore
which gave rise to it — was entirely 
predictable”. He could say this with 
confidence, he wrote, because he 
himself had predicted the fiasco in 
April last year “when our government, 
led by the Chief Medical Officer, Sir 
Liam Donaldson, was cranking up 
the scare machine by predicting that 
swine flu could be as bad as the 
Spanish flu epidemic of 1918 which 
killed 50 million people worldwide”.
“Even then,” Booker wrote, “it was 
clear that governments all over the 
world, led by the WHO, were in the 
grip of a hysterical panic over swine 
flu.” Unfortunately, Booker provided 
no evidence whatever, drawn from 
fields such as viral genetics and 
computer modelling, to support the 
assertions he made at that time or 
to illustrate the difficulties inherent 
in the predictive ecology of influenza 
viruses. His one justification was 
that “eight months later it was being 
reported by scientists that swine flu Worries: Mexican office workers wear face masks at the beginning of the swine flu outbreak last year. (Photo: Aurora Photos/Alamy.)In January, just when H1N1 swine 
flu virus might well have been hitting 
the headlines as the cause of one of 
the UK’s worst epidemics of all time, 
there was an outbreak of a rather 
different kind. This was an outpouring 
of media assertions that last year both 
scientists and the government had 
grossly exaggerated the virus’s likely 
impact. Alleged reasons for needless 
panic-mongering ranged from 
financial profit to sheer incompetence. 
Making matters worse was the 
coincident appearance of articles and 
punditry claiming serious errors by 
the UK Meteorological Office in failing 
to predict unusually grim weather in 
the first two weeks of 2010. The BBC 
was apparently thinking of moving 
its forecasting contract to a more 
reliable bureau in New Zealand. All in 
all, January was a bad month for the credibility of scientists with the media 
and the public.
The most strident accusations 
about flu were in the Daily Mail, one 
of whose headlines (12 January) was: 
“After this awful fiasco over swine 
flu, we should never believe the State 
scare machine again”. Below was an 
article by Christopher Booker making 
two specific points. The first was that 
the UK government was “trying to get 
rid of £1 billion-worth of unwanted 
swine flu vaccine — because the 
deadly epidemic they were promising 
us all last year never materialised”. 
Companies had made “vast fortunes” 
out of selling vaccines which “at 
our expense, are now having to be 
flogged off at giveaway prices”.
Booker’s second assertion was 
that “this scandalous waste of public 
money — and the wild over-reaction 
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The North Sea is a significant 
source of energy for some European 
countries. Both Norway’s oil wealth 
and much of the UK’s current gas 
supply come from the bottom of this 
modest backwater of the Atlantic 
Ocean. As Europe is pushing ahead 
with switching its energy supply to 
renewable sources, the North Sea 
could again play a key role. 
Different kinds of renewable 
energy can be efficiently exploited 
in different countries. Norway and 
Austria are already well-equipped 
with hydroelectric power, while 
Germany is a leader in decentralised 
solar generation. The UK, meanwhile, 
is planning to focus its efforts on 
off- shore wind farms.  
In January, prime minister Gordon 
Brown revealed the successful 
bidders for a major wind energy 
programme planned to deliver new 
capacity of over 25 GW. Sites in the 
North Sea include the Dogger Bank, 
the Firth of Forth and the Moray Firth 
as well as the Irish Sea and the Bristol 
Channel along the west coast.
Brown claimed the programme 
“could be worth £75 billion and 
support up to 70,000 jobs by 2020”. 
While welcoming the programme, 
commentators quickly picked apart 
these numbers, which appear overly 
optimistic. “The only certain thing 
about the prime minister’s claim,” a 
leader in The Guardian remarked, “is 
that none of those three numbers will 
turn out to be correct.”
A new electricity grid connecting 
countries around the North Sea 
promises to make renewable energy 
widely available and reliable.  
Michael Gross reports.
Chain effects
Another certainty is that wind and 
solar energy depend on the weather, 
so each on its own would not be 
suitable to carry a large part of the 
energy needs of a country. However, 
if both feed into an international grid 
which also connects to other sources 
such as hydroelectric power, which 
can also be used to store electricity by 
pumping water back up, the combined 
network can provide a reliable energy 
supply for all participants. 
This is the reasoning behind a 
joint project between nine European 
countries which was announced 
at the beginning of the year. In The 
North Seas Countries’ Offshore 
Grid Initiative, widely labelled as 
Europe’s response to the failure of 
the Copenhagen summit, the UK, 
Ireland, France, Germany, Belgium, 
Netherlands, Luxembourg, Denmark 
and Norway have committed 30 billion 
euros to build a new direct voltage grid 
connecting the electricity networks of 
countries around the North Sea. 
It would create a unified North 
European energy market where 
Norwegian hydropower could fill 
any gaps occurring in the provision 
of German solar energy or UK wind 
power, Rainer Brüderle, Germany’s 
Federal Minister of Economics and 
Technology, said. “As a country with 
ambitious offshore development 
plans, Germany attaches great 
significance to the initiative,” he said. 
“It is focused on questions of grid 
connection and grid integration, which 
are vital if wind energy is to reach the 
consumers and offshore generation 
is to be a success.” The initiative 
pools the resources of the various 
participants. “This is indispensable 
if such a complex matter is to work 
well. We are facing important tasks: 
we need a thorough redesign and 
modernisation of the grids — indeed, 
of our energy systems in general. 
The aim is a rapid expansion of 
renewables and their integration into 
an efficient power grid. We want to 
help make the leap into the renewable 
age come as quickly as possible. 
This must be based on the latest 
technologies and be economically 
viable,” he said.
The ministries involved in the 
initiative are hoping to sort out 
priorities and key aspects of 
co- operation within the next few 
months and sign a memorandum of 
understanding with details of the next 
stages by the end of the year. is only a tenth as virulent as ordinary 
flu, and only one hundredth as virulent 
as the Spanish flu at the end of World 
War 1.”
In The Guardian (15 January), 
Simon Jenkins showed a similar blend 
of raw assertion with lack of any 
comprehension of the complexities 
and uncertainties involved in 
fathoming viral evolution. “Sir Liam 
Donaldson bandied about any figure 
that came into his head, settling on 
‘65,000 could die’, peaking at 350 
corpses a day”, Jenkins ranted. “The 
happy-go-lucky virologist, John 
Oxford, said half the population could 
be infected… Drugs were frantically 
stockpiled and key workers identified 
as vital to be saved for humanity’s 
future. Morgues were told to stand 
ready… If anyone dared question 
this drivel, they were dismissed by 
Donaldson as extremists.” 
Alluding to previous alarms over 
novel pathogens, yet showing that 
he has still not learned even basic 
elements such as the difference 
between a microorganism and an 
infection (“mystery diseases such 
as MRSA and C-difficile”), Jenkins 
announced that “mad scientist 
disease” was the real danger today. 
“This is why people are ever more 
sceptical of scientists,” he concluded. 
“Why should they believe what 
‘experts’ say when they can be so 
wrong and with such impunity? 
Weapons of mass destruction, lethal 
viruses, nuclear radiation, global 
warming… why should we believe a 
word of it? And it is a short step from 
don’t believe to don’t care.”
A distinguished political journalist 
lashing around in a field he clearly 
does not understand may, of 
course, be a subset of a wider 
problem — the modern temptation 
for us all to assume that we know 
all about everything. Self-styled 
nutrition experts confidently expound 
nonsense on the immune system. 
Armchair philosophers dismiss 
evolution as “only a theory”.
And on BBC Breakfast on 
14 January, during a sequence 
about swine flu immunisation, an 
unidentified woman insisted that 
“you can over-vaccinate”. Her 
comment came after John Oxford 
faced repeated questions as to why 
UK scientists and government had 
whipped up needless fears concerning 
swine flu. He struggled hard to point 
out that one country, Ukraine, which last year ignored warnings about 
the need for vaccination, had now 
been hit by an epidemic with over 
800 deaths.
We seem to have lost our capacity 
both to respect expertise and to 
acknowledge complexity. Hence 
January’s outpouring of wild opinions 
which, being based on neither 
knowledge nor experience, led  
to this recent outburst.
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